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The Housekeeper’s Tale: 
The Women who really ran the English Country House 

 

November 17st.10am to 12.15pm 
On Zoom 

Lecturer: Tessa Boase 
 

                                                                                                                                                                                
Tessa Boase is a freelance lecturer for The Arts Society and also the V&A, 
English Heritage and the National Trust. She’s the author of two books of social 
history: The Housekeeper’s Tale – The Women Who Really Ran the English 
Country House, and Mrs Pankhurst’s Purple Feather – Fashion, Fury and 
Feminism, Women’s Fight for Change. Her interest lies in uncovering stories of 
invisible women of the Victorian and Edwardian eras. Tessa has an MA in 
English Literature from Oxford University, a diploma in Art History from the 
British Institute of Florence, and has enjoyed a long career in journalism for 
national newspapers and magazines. 
 
 
Working as a housekeeper was one of the most prestigious jobs a 19th and early 20th century woman could want – 
and also one of the toughest. A far cry from the Downton Abbey fiction, the real-life housekeeper was up against 
capricious mistresses, low pay, no job security and gruelling physical labour. Until now, her story has never been 
told. Delving into secret diaries, unpublished letters and the neglected service archives of our stately homes, Tessa 
Boase tells the extraordinary stories behind some of Britain’s most prominent households.  
 
Session 1 The Housekeeper’s Tale: The Women Who Really Ran the English Country House 
 

As the most senior of upper servants, the housekeeper typically carried a family’s secrets with her to the grave. She 
ran the English country house, controlled its female servants and conserved its many treasures – and yet she has not 
been remembered history. Using old letters, secret diaries and neglected archives, Tessa has resurrected a series of 
fascinating stories from 19th and 20th century domestic service, at some of our most prominent households. 
 
Session 2 Wrest Park, Bedfordshire: Hannah Mackenzie 
 

Once an indulgent weekend chateau, Wrest Park transformed itself into the War Office’s best country-house base 
hospital, patching up the bodies of some 2000 soldiers. But when Housekeeper Hannah Mackenzie crossed swords 
with Matron Miss Martin, the resulting bitter blood feud undermined the smooth running of the great house – with 
explosive results. 

  
      
     The Study Day costs £8  
     to be paid at the end of the event. 
     The programme for the day; 
     10am-11am              Session 1 
     11am-11.15am         Coffee 
     11.15am-12.15am    Session 2 


